DEC. u]                  ST DAMASUS, POPE, C.                      1573

of a great number of martyrs in the cemeteries, and adorned them with
epitaphs in verse, of which a collection of almost forty is extant. Some
of these belong not to him; those which are his work, are distinguished by
a peculiar elegance and elevation, and justify the commendation which
St Jerom gives to his poetical genius. In the few letters of this pope
which we have in the editions of the councils, out of the great number
which he wrote, it appears that he was a man of genius and taste, and
wrote with elegance. The ancients particularly commend his constancy
in maintaining the purity of our holy faith, the innocence of his manners,
his Christian humility, his compassion for the poor, his piety in adorning
holy places, especially the tombs of the martyrs, and his singular learning.
Having sat eighteen years and two months, he died on the roth of December
384, being near fourscore years of age. A pontifical kept in the Vatican
library, quoted by Merenda, says that the saint burning with an ardent
desire to be dissolved and be with Christ, he was seized with a fever, and
having received the body and blood of the Lord, lifting up his eyes and
hands to heaven, he expired in devout prayer. His intercession is par-
ticularly implored in Italy by persons that are sick of fevers.1 He was
buried near his mother and sister, in an oratory which he had built
and adorned at the catacombs near the Ardeatin Way, between that road
and the cemetery of Calixtus or Praetextatus. Marangonus describes his
sepulchre and those of his mother and sister, as they were discovered
in the year 1736.

Learning, the great accomplishment and improvement of the human
mind, is often jnade its bane. This sometimes happens by the choice
which a man makes of his studies, and much oftener by the manner in
which he pursues them. As to the choice, there is no sloth more trifling
or vain than the studies of some learned men; to whom we may apply
what Plato said to the charioteer, whose dexterity in the circus struck the
spectators with astonishment. But the philosopher declared he deserved
to be publicly chastised for the loss of so much time as was necessary for
him to have attained that dexterity in so trifling and useless an exercise.
A perfect knowledge of our own, and some foreign and learned languages,
is a necessary instrument, and a key to much useful knowledge, but of
little use if it be not directed to higher purposes. Holy David, St Ambrose,
St Damasus, Prudentius, St Paulinus, and many others consecrated poetry
to the divine praises; but if made an employment of life, especially when
the proper studies or occupations of a state ought to have banished them,
they become a pernicious idleness, and so much entertain the heart as to
ruin devotion and the taste of duties, and to occupy our reason in trifles*
They are particularly condemned by the Fathers and councils, in clergymen,

1 Fonseca, lib. i. c, 16; Mesreoda, ad m. 384, P-*33*